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THEOSOPHY AND THE ORIGINS OF THE INDIAN NATIONAL CONGRESS
1
The Indian National Congress was founded in 1885. Throughout much of the preceding century, a variety of organisations had striven to initiate reform among the religions of the sub-continent. The Brahmo Sabha, the Arya Samaj, the Theosophical Society, and other groups, had developed broadly similar doctrines and practices which can be described as neo-Hinduism (Bharati 1970; Jones 1989) . What was the relationship of this neo-Hinduism to political nationalism? I want to explore this question by focusing on the role played by one expression of neo-Hinduism, namely theosophy, in the formation of the Indian National Congress. In doing so, I hope to highlight a neglected aspect of the role of western concepts of eastern societies within eastern societies themselves. Recent studies of indology emphasise the way western conceptualisations of India undermined the ability of Indians to govern themselves by ascribing reason and authority to their colonial rulers (Inden 1990) . However, in so far as indology legitimised British rule by ascribing certain characteristics to the west, it also made it possible for Indians to legitimise their political aspirations by ascribing these characteristics to themselves. Western-educated Indians were not slow to represent classical Hinduism and traditional Indian society as rational, scientific, and moral, even as having a desirable spiritual dimension the west lacked (Bharati 1970; Killingley 1995) . Moreover, a number of western occultists and radicals adopted a similar view of the superiority of ancient India as a critique of their religious and social traditions.
2 Crucially, both western-educated Indians and western occultists sometimes used their vision of ancient India, and the organisations through which they promoted it, to advance the political cause of Indian nationalism.
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In what follows, therefore, I will explore the appeal of theosophy both to
British people who were discontented with their civilisation, and to western-educated Indians looking for a way of legitimising their culture in the face of the challenge of the west. Moreover, when exploring its appeal to western-educated Indians, I also will argue its doctrines and the nature of its appeal give us good reason to regard it as 2 part of the broader neo-Hindu movement. Having thus established that theosophy was a part of the neo-Hindu movement, I will go on to use a study of theosophy to illustrate the contribution of neo-Hinduism to Indian nationalism. I will explore the way in which British and Indian theosophists were able to use theosophy both indirectly and directly to promote the formation of the Indian National Congress.
The Appeal of Theosophy
To begin, therefore, we need to understand what theosophy was, and why it appealed to some Britons in India, including A. O. Hume. We need to do so because later we will find theosophy's contribution to Indian nationalism arose out of the way it brought Indians together with such Britons to promote confidence, experience of organisation, and shared intellectual commitments. Madame Blavatsky (nee. Hahn)
provided the inspiration for the Theosophical Society, formed in 1875 (Campbell 1980) . She was born into an aristocratic Russian family, but at the age of seventeen, after three months of an unhappy marriage, she ran away and entered the world of the occult (Fuller 1988; Williams 1946) . By 1875 she occupied a prominent place in the American spiritualist movement: she wrote articles defending the authenticity of spiritualist happenings, and was herself credited with causing spiritualist phenomena.
When she went to investigate spirits that allegedly had materialised in Vermont, she met Henry Olcott, a veteran of the Civil War, who was reporting on the phenomena for The Sunday Chronicle (Olcott 1875). Soon afterwards, Olcott became the first President of the Theosophical Society, although Blavatsky remained its prophet and also the power behind the throne. The theosophists adopted three basic aims: to promote the brotherhood of man, to investigate the hidden powers of life and matter, and to encourage the study of comparative religion.
The doctrine Blavatsky gave to the Society derived from the western occult tradition (Ellwood 1979) . She argued that occultism related to spiritualism "as the infinite to the finite, as the cause to the effect, or as the unity to multifariousness," and so she wanted to shift attention from the spiritualist movement towards the occult tradition with its cosmologies, magicians, and mystics (1977: I,101-2). The whole universe, she argued, emanates from an infinite being infusing all things (Blavatsky 1888). It evolves through a plethora of cycles, moving out from the infinite and becoming increasingly physical, until, at last, it reaches a turning point, after which it retraces its route, finally being reabsorbed into the infinite being from which it first arose. Here Blavatsky defended mystical experience by reference to the infinite in us all. She argued that we can come into contact with the divine spark inside us by adopting an appropriate set of ascetic practices: mystics purify themselves in order to have unmediated experience of their true unity with God. Behind the visible physical realm there lies a spiritual one that corresponds exactly to it and gives it life, and beyond both of these realms there lies the eternal infinite being, the source of all things. Here Blavatsky defended the possibility of natural magic by reference to the spiritual realm. She argued that spirit links all the objects of our physical world in a single set of mutual sympathies; and because magicians know the nature of these sympathies, they can act on one physical object so as to influence the spiritual realm and thus bring about a desired effect on another physical object that stands in a sympathetic relationship to the first one. The most advanced portion of humanity already have become highly spiritual beings. They are on the return road to the divine. Nonetheless, some of them have chosen to watch over our progress, and, when necessary, to aid us by their interventions in the physical and spiritual realms.
These Masters constitute the Great White Brotherhood of Mahatmas who live in the Himalayas. Blavatsky claimed this Brotherhood gave her her orders: it was they who instructed her to form the Theosophical Society, and to write the works in which she expounded her doctrines (Johnson 1994 Before long, Sinnett and Hume began to send letters to, and supposedly receive letters from, two of the Great White Brotherhood -Koot Hoomi and Morya.
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The process of communication depended on the role as an intermediary of Blavatsky, whose authority over the Theosophical Society rested largely on her unique ability supposedly to communicate with the Mahatmas. Hume and Sinnett wrote their letters and gave them to Blavatsky who placed them in a wooden box, from where they dematerialised, supposedly having been called away by the Mahatmas. The replies from the Mahatmas apparently precipitated from nowhere, they were found sitting in the shrine, they fell from the ceiling, or they dropped on to a pillow. Understandably When Blavatsky and Olcott landed in Bombay, they were helped by the head of the local Arya Samaj. Although a miss-understanding led him to assume they had more wealth than they did and so overdo the lavishness of his arrangements, and although this caused them to have some doubts about his honesty, the underlying warmth of their feeling for the Arya Samaj remained unaffected at this time. Moreover, after their arrival in India, they attracted supporters from within the Indian community, would stand between the colonial rulers and the rest of the Indian people. The tension between the indigenous background of this elite and the worldview they encountered during their education left many of them with a sense of cultural crisis. This crisis consisted primarily of a perceived conflict between the Hinduism in which they had been raised and the scientific rationalism of the west; although there was, in addition, a perceived conflict between the social practices of Hinduism and the moral and political values associated with western rationalism and also with Christianity. It was this cultural crisis that provided the background to the neo-Hinduism of the Brahmo Sabha, the Arya Samaj, and also the Indian Section of the Theosophical Society.
The Brahmo Sabha, the Arya Samaj, and the Theosophical Society all reinterpreted Hinduism to bring it more into line with western science and ethics, thereby helping to resolve the cultural crisis described above; and, moreover, they did so in very similar ways. Although there were differences between the three groups, the differences should not obscure the basic similarity of their doctrines. Again like Roy and Dayananda, she did so by appealing to a pure Vedic faith that had become corrupted, where this pure Vedic faith more than met the stringent requirements of a properly defined rationalism. And finally like Roy and Dayananda, she went on to champion various religious and social reforms as necessary to purge Hinduism of its corrupt elements and thereby return it to pure Vedanta. It was with these general doctrines that western-educated Indians, from within the Brahmo Sabha, the Arya Samaj, and also the Theosophical Society, responded to the cultural crisis that then confronted them. Blavatsky and Olcott agreed to avoid politics, and duly did so, theosophy still had both a diffuse and a specific impact on Indian nationalism. Hume and some westerneducated Indians used theosophy to advance political nationalism. Indeed, theosophy provided part of the framework of action of several of those who founded the Indian National Congress.
The western-educated elite in India faced a political crisis as well as a cultural one. Many of them had trained as lawyers, and quite a few had gone to London to do so. Their legal education, especially their encounter with the history and law of the British constitution, often left them with an admiration for British liberty and justice.
On the one hand, their respect for the British constitution often reinforced a sense of the virtues of Imperial rule: British rule appeared to be a blessing, a period of tutelage during which the Indian people could learn how to govern themselves in a liberal manner. On the other hand, however, the principles of liberty and justice acted as standards by which they could judge the government of India, and, more often than not, find it wanting: they demanded respect and opportunities from the British; they wanted a place in the structure of government, and they wanted to see progress Indian religion spilled over to a concern with Indian medicine, Indian diet, and other such things. Blavatsky argued that Ayurvedic medicine worked by means of occult laws based on the principle of action at a distance through a knowledge of the sympathies existing between things. She argued that the Indian diet, and especially its emphasis on vegetarianism, aided the development of a mystical spirituality -meat is a heavy food that ties one to the physical realm. The theosophists worked alongside other neo-Hindus to preserve ancient manuscripts, to defend vernacular languages, and to promote Indian dress. The interest and respect thus accorded to Indian civilisation provided the western-educated elite with resources on which they could draw as they forged a new identity for themselves. The special contribution of theosophy to this growth of confidence lay in the fact that its leaders came from the west. When Olcott disembarked at Bombay in 1879, the first thing he did was to "stoop down and kiss the granite step" in an "instinctive act of 'pooja'" (Olcott 1972-75: 2,213-14) . Having arrived at Bombay, Blavatsky and Olcott then went to live in the Indian quarters of the city, not with other members of the European community.
More generally, they compared Christianity unfavourably with the religions of India, arguing that the true source of all religions is the Vedic faith, of which Christianity is a notably corrupt form. The theosophists thought of India as a sacred land, so they showed it and its people a respect and admiration that verged on worship.
The second general contribution of neo-Hinduism to Indian nationalism was the experience of organisation it gave to some of the western-educated elite. The Society began to hold annual conventions as early as December 1881, and these gatherings provided a diverse group of sympathetic people with opportunities to come together to discuss the past, present, and future of India. Links were formed, an understanding of how to deal with others was gained, and a growing sense of a common identity and a common purpose was promoted.
The third general contribution of neo-Hinduism to Indian nationalism was the clear set of intellectual commitments it gave to the western-educated elite in Indian society. As we have seen, the Brahmo Sabha, Arya Samaj, and Theosophical Society espoused a number of common doctrines. They began to describe India as a unity with a common heritage, facing a common set of problems, requiring an all-India solution. Their view of the past centred on a golden age when India had been a paradise free from all the spiritual and social problems of modernity (Bharati 1970).
India, they said, was the cradle of all the religions and civilisations of the world. Even today, they argued, the basic strength of India remained its religiosity. India still had a valuable understanding of matters of the spirit that was absent from the west, and without which the west could not for long avert disaster. Unfortunately, however, a number of corruptions had crept into Indian spirituality and thereby undermined the golden age. Blavatsky equated these corruptions with passages she thought the Brahmins had added to the sacred texts to justify a distasteful version of the caste system. It was these corruptions that had left India vulnerable to the British, and arguably even in need of British rule to provide an impetus to real reform. Thus, the Brahmo Sabha, Arya Samaj, and Theosophical Society all called for religious and social reforms to overturn corruptions within Hinduism. The process of reform, they implied, would enable India to recover her lost greatness. The nationalist significance of these neo-Hindu doctrines is indicated by their later appearance as the core ideas of Gandhi's classic work, Hind Swaraj (1938). The British often argued that India could not be united and independent because the Indian people did not constitute a nation. The Indian people, they said, belonged to diverse regions, faiths, castes, and the like, each of which had its own special identity. Neo-Hinduism, as exemplified by the Theosophical Society, gave nationalists a suitable response to this argument. Nationalists could say not only that India had been a nation in a past golden age, but also that it rapidly was becoming one once again. They could point to objective factors that promoted a sense of national identity: there was British rule over the whole of the sub-continent, and a growth of economic links between the regions. And they could point to the emergence of a subjective awareness of a national identity: there was the sense of a common past and a common predicament, as well as the growth of various all-India organisations for reform. The Indian nation, they could say, was waking up from its long slumber.
The Origins of the Indian National Congress 
Conclusion
No doubt the western conceptualisation of the east generally served to subjugate the Indians to their colonial rulers, but it also provided a set of beliefs to which disgruntled western occultists and radicals, and also western-educated Indians, could appeal in order to defend the dignity and worth of Indian religion and Indian society. No doubt the founding theosophists had no intention of promoting political radicalism on the sub-continent, but the discourse they helped to establish provided others with an instrument they could use for political ends. Indeed, the formation of the Indian National Congress shows how western-educated Indians were able to join with Hume to promote their political ends using the particular advantages that involvement in the Theosophical Society had given them. The founders of the Indian National Congress relied on the contacts and commitments generated within the Society; they relied on a capacity for, and a belief in, co-operation, both at an all-India level and also between Indian nationalists and liberal Britons; and they relied on a background discourse that emphasised the strength and claims of India, its heritage, and its religion.
Although we have focused on the origins of the Indian National Congress, the process we have uncovered continued to operate for much of the nationalist era.
Annie Besant, like Hume and Sinnett, used theosophy to resolve the Victorian crisis of faith after she had spent some time investigating spiritualist phenomena, and her theosophy combined with her radicalism to take her into the nationalist movement,
